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The University of Dayton 
SECRETS OF CARDINALS 
BEING PROBED AT UD 
News Release 
Feb. 18, 1992 
Contact: Dick Kubik 
DAYTON, Ohio -- In Ohio pioneer days, male frontiersmen 
built the log cabin home while the women prepared the meals and 
fed the family. 
In cardinal bird society, however, things are just the 
opposite; the female builds the nest and the male feeds the young 
more often than does the female. 
And s1nce the cardinal is the offical state bird of Ohio, 
this may be of some interest. At least a University of Dayton 
biologist and one of his graduate students think so. 
"It's amazing how little we know of even the most common 
birds," says Randall J. Breitwisch, assistant professor of 
biology at UD. 
Together with Tammy Lee, who will earn her master's degree 
later this year, he is studying how cardinals live using the 
Aullwood Audubon Center in Dayton as an outdoor laboratory. 
By meticulously banding cardinals last year with. unusual 
combinations of colored plastic leg bands, and then spending more 
than five months in close observation, Lee, who is from Fostoria, 
Ohio, was able to come up with basic data that is beginning to 
reveal some of the secrets of cardinal life. 
For example, she was able to learn that contrary to popular 
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belief, male cardinals feed the young a little more often than do 
the female birds. This is surprising because the brilliant red 
males would seem to reveal nest locations to sharp-eyed 
predators. And the female does all of the nest-building while 
the male remains nearby, probably as a protective agent against 
philandering males. 
Breitwisch and Lee have also verified that while cardinal 
pairs will produce three to four families each breeding season, 
they build a new nest for each group, abandoning the previous 
nest. 
This coming season, Breitwisch and Lee hope to gather 
further data to substantiate their preliminary findings and also 
to delve deeper into cardinal life. Another graduate student, 
Paul Nealen, from Barnesboro, Pa., will be studying how well 
cardinals defend their young against predators. 
The three researchers would like to learn, for example, why 
some nests are built with concealment while others are not. And, 
if certain pa1rs raise more young than do others, why. 
In addition to being the state bird of Ohio, the cardinal 
also holds that distinction in Indiana, West Virginia and several 
other states. Despite natural predators and invasion of habitat 
by humans, cardinal populations appear to be holding steady. 
"Many songbirds are declining in numbers in North America, 
yet we don't know why," says Breitwisch. "If cardinal 
populations are healthy, we'd like to know what makes them so." 
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